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ABSTRACT
Objective – Views surrounding COVID-19 are divided. The objective of this thesis is to
investigate if views surrounding COVID-19 can be inferred based on college-level
demographics. I explore the views of undergraduate students at the University of Central Florida.
Methods – A link to the questionnaire created through Qualtrics was sent out to university
leaders asking them to distribute it accordingly among their respective undergraduate
populations. Students (N=149) responded to questions about issues related to COVID-19,
college-level demographics, and political attitudes. The data was analyzed using both descriptive
and inferential analysis.
Results – Students still viewed COVID-19 as a serious issue (79%). (44%) were concerned about
issues other than the direct health implications and (28%) viewed the public response as an
overreaction. Seniors were more likely to say it is important to know others’ vaccination status.
Those in the College of Engineering/Computer Science were most supportive of Trump’s
handling of COVID-19 and viewed the pandemic as less serious. They were also less supportive
of vaccine mandates and less likely to change their behavior than Arts and Humanities students.
Only the CDC received majority support as a helpful source of information about COVID-19.
Conclusions – Further research needs to be undertaken using a larger and more representative
sample to better understand how college-level demographics interact with political behavior. The
CDC should be the chief source of information regarding public health. And schools should
address the different concerns students have about the pandemic while also making sure students
who disagree with public health measures have avenues to express their opinion.
Key terms: college students, college-level demographics, COVID-19, political behavior, political socialization
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RESEARCH PROBLEM
Since the beginning of 2020, COVID-19 has had an impact on the lives of every
American. With nearly 1 million lives lost, business and school closures across the country, and
an array of public health measures put in place like mask-wearing and social distancing, the
impacts of the pandemic can be felt in every aspect of our lives. However, like many issues in
American society today, opinions on the matter are divided. Public opinion polls over the last
two years have shown drastically different views on COVID-19 in relation to its seriousness,
how it is being handled, and the behaviors people are taking to mitigate the spread and protect
themselves and those around them (Brennan, 2021). While not as severe, this divide in society
can also affect college campuses, where the differing perceptions of students can make it
difficult for colleges to deal with COVID-19 (Axios, 2021; TimelyMD, 2021).
Therefore, this thesis sought to investigate the following: Is there a relationship between
college-level demographics and perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19? The
relationship between college-level demographics and views related to COVID-19 has yet to be
thoroughly examined. College-level demographics refer to the characteristics present among
individuals because of or related to their status as college students. For example, this can include
information like GPA, housing status, or college of study. While these demographics are
different from the standard ones such as socioeconomic status, the geographic area someone
lives in, or party affiliation, they are the best way of differentiating college students based on
their unique circumstances as a population.
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Theories of political behavior based on political socialization explain how and why
college-level demographics could be indicative of certain perceptions or behaviors (McLeod,
2019; Neundorf & Smets, 2017; Thesis-Moore et al, 2018). They find that social groups can
strongly influence attitudes and behaviors through both primary and secondary means. Primary
means refer to groups like family, friends, and co-workers who directly affect people’s attitudes
and behaviors during daily interactions. Secondary means refer to groups or organizations people
identify with that indirectly affect their attitudes and behaviors. Even though people might not
have daily interactions with these groups, their shared interests or sense of belonging can still
lead to common attitudes or behaviors among them (Mcleod, 2019; Thesis-Moore et al, 2018).
Either purposely or inadvertently, Universities organize students based on social groups. For
example, students in the same college will have more interactions with each other based on the
similarity of their class schedules. They may also have shared interests and goals based on their
chosen majors. Students with higher GPAs could congregate in more difficult classes and may
also attend conferences and other social gatherings based on high achievement. Their high
achievement could also lead them to perceive information in a certain way and therefore share
opinions. Finally, students who live at home with their parents will interact more with their
family than students who live alone or with friends. Considering the strong influence families are
shown to have in shaping attitudes and behaviors, where someone lives as a student could
certainly affect their opinions (McLeod, 2019; Thesis-Moore et al, 2018). Based on the theory of
political socialization (Neundorf & Smets, 2017; Thesis-Moore et al, 2018), there could be
patterns in the way students feel about COVID-19 based on college-level demographics that
allow them to work with like-minded people, share ideas and work toward common goals, or be
influenced by constant interactions with friends and family.

Like opinions on other political issues, those related to COVID-19 can often be inferred
based on standard demographics. For example, those with higher incomes reported more
willingness to get their children vaccinated when compared to lower-income people (Cohen,
2021). There were also noticeable differences in following CDC guidelines among urban and
rural populations (Mitchell, 2021). According to previous research, a clear majority of students
support public health measures like mask and vaccine requirements (Trujillo et al, 2021). Based
on polling, most students are concerned about the impacts of the pandemic, and most are
vaccinated or plan to be (Axios, 2021; TimelyMD, 2021). However, these polls often do not ask
about many college-level demographics such as college of study, GPA, and housing status.
While this helps us understand the general views college students have, it does not thoroughly
show us how those views are broken down. More importantly, previous research has shown
those characteristics to be indicative of general socio-economic views (Dille, 2017) as well as on
specific political issues in the same way as standard demographics (Esaisson & Persson, 2014;
Perrin, 2019; Unger, 2005). Furthermore, academic research and surveys on this topic primarily
deal with how students are dealing with COVID-19 and the impact it has on their mental health,
academic abilities, and other related phenomena (Active Minds, 2021; Basch et al, 2020;
Kecojevic, 2020). Some research does look at how students are responding to different public
health measures like mask-wearing and vaccination (Davis, 2021; Sharma, 2021). However,
these either do not ask about the previously mentioned demographics and/or focus on one
specific aspect of behaviors and perceptions. Similar things can be said about studies that focus
on COVID-19 associated with students’ self-reported levels of health literacy and digital health
literacy (Patil, 2021).

While this provides keen insights into some of the distinct factors that can influence students,
they all approach it with their own focus on COVID-19 and a distinct set of variables, often
missing key college-level demographics which previous research has shown to be predictive of
certain viewpoints (Dille, 2017; Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019; Ungar, 2005). This
thesis will assess how specific college-level demographics relate to perceptions and behaviors
surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. This is an important topic given how the implementation
or lack thereof of public health guidelines will have impacts on society at large.
As this pandemic has clearly shown, opinions are divided about how to best handle the
crisis. From vaccine and mask mandates to people simply getting themselves and their children
vaccinated, a trend becomes clear, regarding public health measures and restrictions; strong
majorities of the country support them while significant minorities oppose them (Brennan, 2021).
Similar things can be said about college students. While generally more supportive of public
health measures, significant minorities oppose them depending on the issue (Axios, 2021;
TimelyMD, 2021). The objective of this thesis is focused on a particular set of questions related
to this information: Which students are more likely to view COVID-19 as a serious issue? Are
some students more supportive of public health measures than others? Which students are more
likely to change their behavior? Are there patterns in the way students view issues surrounding
the pandemic based on college-level demographics or are they randomly spread out among the
population? With such differences of opinion, it is important for school leaders to target different
messages to different audiences to be most effective at informing students and keeping people
safe.
4

There may be certain students, for example, those in a particular college, who are more likely to
trust certain sources of information than others. Students in certain majors may view the
pandemic from more of an economic rather than public health lens which implies the importance
of tailoring information messaging to specific “groups.” For example, messages about vaccines
focusing on how they could lead to fewer restrictions may lead certain students to be vaccinated
rather than focusing on how it will protect them and their families from the virus. The same can
be said about information sources. If a certain group of students is known to have a negative
view of the CDC for example, it does not make sense to inform them of COVID-19-related
issues with the CDC as the source of authority. In this regard, understanding how distinct types
of students view issues related to COVID-19 could better help school administrators in
implementing and communicating public health measures now, as well as preparing for future
pandemics.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
There is evidence to suggest that college-level demographics can be indicative of certain
socio-political and economic viewpoints (Dille, 2017; Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019;
Ungar, 2005). At the same time, issues around COVID-19 can be inferred based on
demographics such as income or the geographic area one lives in (Cohen, 2021; Mitchell, 2021).
Considering issues related to COVID-19 can be analyzed similarly to other political issues, this
research is seeking to investigate whether perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19 can
be inferred based on college-level demographics. I hypothesize that college-level demographics
will be indicative of certain perceptions and behaviors based on political socialization theory and
how agents of socialization influence attitudes and behaviors (McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017;
Thesis-Moore et al, 2018). Trying to understand how college-level demographics and views
surrounding COVID-19 can relate to each other required me to look at previous research on
college students from a few different angles. First, we need to understand research about college
students and their general political behavior. Second, we need to understand how college-level
demographics interact with their political views. Third, we need to understand how students
perceive COVID-19. Finally, we need to under how students respond to COVID-19.
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College Student Political Behavior
For years now, researchers and political analysts have sought to understand college
students and how they fit into the mold of our political system (Arden et al, 2015; Glynn et al,
2009; Hanmer & Niemi, 2010; Hess, 2020; Hull & Hull, 2020; Popa et al, 2018). Over the years,
key findings have been made that appear to represent common trends. One of those is that
college students are more likely to support Democrats for federal office over Republicans (Hess,
2020; Scholastic, 2008). However, when it comes to state and local elections the results are more
mixed (Arden et al, 2015). Using data based on college precincts, Arden et al (2015) found that
precincts with colleges consistently gave more votes to Obama when compared to non-college
precincts. There were variations when controlling certain factors like the type of college and
location. However, the data overall showed a clear preference for President Obama. State and
local election results were not as clear-cut. In some instances, the researchers found that those
who voted for Obama simply did not cast a state or local vote. In other instances, the students
would vote for Obama and then vote Republican on the state and local level (Arden et al, 2015).
This seems in line with polling on the matter showing that when college students vote, their
preference for Democrats can reliably be found in federal elections (Hess, 2020; Scholastic,
2008). However, on the state and local level the results appear more mixed (Arden et al, 2015).

7

Another article investigated ways to predict college student political behavior and how
those ideas are similar to theories about the average voter (Popa et al, 2018). For example, Popa
et al (2018) investigated party affiliation and found its correlation with presidential leadership
qualities. While they were accurate in predicting whom students would vote for based on their
views of leadership, they found that party affiliation was the main driver in what types of
leadership qualities students viewed as important. This means the leadership qualities that
students cared about were primarily based on their party affiliation. This corresponds with
research on the average voter which shows that for many issues the best way of predicting
someone's viewpoint is to know their party affiliation (Pew Research Center, 2015).
A recent topic of interest has been the difference between Trump voters and Clinton
voters (Hull & Hull, 2020). For example, Hull and Hull (2020) investigated post-modern beliefs
to see if there was a connection between those beliefs and whom someone voted for. Their
research showed a clear distinction between the two groups. Trump voters scored high on the
current post-modern scale aligning with views the researchers categorized as America first, antiscience, and anti-LGBTQ, while Clinton voters scored high on the early post-modern scale
aligning with views the researchers categorized as supportive of individual autonomy, religious
tolerance, and LGBTQ rights. This showed that based on their support for certain issues, it was
easy to predict whom they would vote for. They did not find a significant difference between
Trump voters, non-voters, and conservatives, and conversely found comparable results among
Clinton voters and liberals (Hull & Hull, 2020). Again, this research aligns with what we know
about political ideology and voting preference (Prysby & Scavo, 2009).
8

Prysby and Scavo (2009) show that there are three considerations people use to make their
decision on whom to vote for: issues of public policy, the performance of government, and
personal traits of the candidates. However, when accounting for party affiliation and ideology, it
is quite simple to determine where voters fall on those issues. With just those two pieces of
information, researchers can make reliable predictions about how someone feels on a variety of
topics. My research is seeking to exploit this by assessing the relationship between college-level
demographics and perceptions and behavior surrounding COVID-19.
Research regarding college students’ intent to vote and their engagement in the political
process falls into two categories: traditional theories and nontraditional theories (Glynn et al,
2009; Hamner & Niemi). Traditionally, Socialization theory would look at college student
engagement from the same lens you would view the average voter (Glynn et al, 2009). This
theory holds that socialization with others who vote and believing that close friends or family
view voting as important can significantly increase the likelihood of voting (Glynn et al, 2009).
A non-traditional theory would look at factors unique to college students or younger voters
(Hammer & Niemi). One idea holds that standard demographic factors like age and education are
of little importance; however, party mobilization does still influence turnout. More importantly,
this research found that the best way to determine how likely college students are to vote is by
looking at factors like distance between home and college or if their college was in a
battleground state (Hanmer & Niemi, 2010).

9

This research sparked my interest initially because of its focus on factors specific to
college students. While the previously mentioned research showed the ways college students’
political behavior can be tracked similarly to the average voter (Glynn et al, 2009), this research
sought to understand the interaction of factors unique to college students (Hanmer & Niemi,
2010). While different from the demographics my research seeks to understand, it does show that
experiences and circumstances specific to college students can affect their political behavior.
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College Demographics and Politics
Research on the connection between college-level demographics and political views is
less developed than on general political behavior. Many articles will look at only a few factors
often in the context of niche political issues (Madupalli et al, 2014; Oxymy, 2011; Ungar, 2005).
Because of the lack of data and narrow focus, it is harder to map out trends which might be
extrapolated to other issues. However, the research is still promising in helping to better
understand how college-level demographics interact with political behavior. Two studies looked
at college students in the context of the Iraq War (Madupalli et al, 2014; Ungar, 2005). While the
first primarily dealt with factors outside the realm of college like sex, religiosity, or how partisan
a state was based on presidential election results, it also looked at factors like years in school and
GPA. The results found a statistically significant relationship between GPA, years in school, and
support for the Iraq War. Those with a higher GPA and more years in school were less
supportive of the unilateral effort and wanted more international cooperation (Unger, 2005).
The second study dealt with the Iraq War as a catalyst for political participation
(Madupalli et al, 2014). While also not focused on college-level demographics or students for
that matter, the information can help to inform us about the reactions college-age students have
to a serious political event such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Madupalli et al (2014) found that
opposition to the war correlated with increased political engagement vs support for the war
which saw minor change in political activity. This is in comparison to views on other issues like
the economy which had minimal impact on levels of political engagement. It also found that
younger respondents had the greatest disapproval of the war (Madupalli et al, 2014).

This differs from the previous research which saw more disproval for the war the longer one was
in school (Ungar, 2005). However, one is focused on age alone while the other is focused on
time in school and GPA, making their target populations different. Both enhance my
understanding of the literature in separate ways. The first shows that college-level demographics
like GPA and time in school can be indicative of certain political views. The second shows that
the intensity of someone’s views has a strong connection to how those views affect their
behavior. Both data points are important things to consider in the context of my research trying
to understand the breakdown in perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19.
Several other studies looked at a variety of factors such as college of study and major,
whether students work or not, and student loan status to uncover how those relate to certain
opinions (Dille, 2017; Esaission & Persson, 2014; Jarvis et al, 2005; Oxymy, 2011; Perrin,
2019). Oxymy (2011) analyzed student loan borrowers and found that they were more likely to
engage in political activity as their income decreased. The idea behind this is that as their income
decreases and it becomes more difficult to get by financially, they get involved in politics in the
hopes of positively affecting their loan situation whether that is pausing interest payments or
wiping out student debt altogether. This follows a self-interested theory of political behavior
which holds that people engage in politics primarily to benefit their own lives (Oxymy, 2011).
Considering how important one’s economic situation is to their overall well-being, I can
understand how this could influence someone to act.
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Another paper looked at three sets of youth (Students, Working Students, & Workers) to
determine which group was more likely to engage in certain forms of political behavior (Jarvis et
al, 2005). Overall, students and student workers scored the highest in most categories. The
authors believe this has to do with socialization and the types of families who are more likely to
send their children to school. For example, both students and student workers were more likely
than workers to come from a home where politics was discussed, talk politics with their friends,
and speak with someone who encouraged them to vote. As previous research has noted as well,
education, in general, leads to increased political engagement (Perrin, 2019). Because of this, it
is not surprising that on practically every scale related to political skills or experiences, students
of both kinds scored higher than workers (Jarvis et al, 2005). This research also shows the
importance of political socialization, particularly the strong influence parents can have on their
children (McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017; Thesis-Moore, 2018).
Other work tried to understand politics and college-level demographics by focusing on
college of study and major (Dille, 2017; Esaission & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019). Esaisson and
Persson (2014) focus on political science, law, and communication students. They found
straightforward evidence that studying political science has a positive effect on civic outcomes.
These students were more likely to have elevated levels of social and political trust and believe
that voting is important. This differed from previous research (Steiner, 1990) which assumed that
studying political science may have a negative impact on civic outcomes by creating cynicism
among students and focusing on rational choice theories of political participation. For example,
rational choice theory holds that an individual's vote would not matter as it is extremely unlikely
to affect the outcome.

However, Esaisson and Persson (2014) showed that studying political science can increase the
importance students place on voting. Moreover, they also mentioned how economics students are
more short-term in their thinking and self-interested. They also discussed how social science and
humanities students are more civically engaged than hard science and technology students
(Esaission & Persson, 2014). This aligns with more recent research showing the connection
between studying arts and humanities and social sciences and increased civic behavior (Perrin,
2019).
Dille (2017) instead focused on major and socio-political identity of a private Christian
University. While the results of Dille’s (2017) research did show that the students skewed
conservatively, there were notable distinctions among separate groups of students. The
researcher asked students whether they identified as liberal or conservative and gauged their
opinion on social and economic topics with three related questions. Looking at both social and
economic issues, psychology, art, and social work majors were the most liberal. While not as
consistent, business administration, accounting, and engineering majors were the most
conservative. As you went through individual issues it became harder to find clear patterns,
however. For example, social work and psychology majors were most likely to say that racial
discrimination was no longer an issue, a more conservative position. This could be due to the
ways in which those majors affect someone's viewpoint on society at large. It also seems clear
that the students overall are more supportive of liberal economic policies vs liberal social
policies. Students averaged around 3 for the government doing more to close the gap between the
rich and the poor and less than 2 for a woman’s right to choose when to have an abortion (Dille,
2017).
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As I said previously, the results of this study skew conservative; their answers are not
representative of the views college students have nationwide. However, even in this skewed
sample a lot of information can be obtained. Each study shows that there can be a statistically
significant relationship between college of study or major and political behavior (Dille, 2017;
Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019). Studying political science increases civic attitudes and
economics students are more self-interested while arts and humanities and social science students
are more civically engaged (Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019). Moreover, one study
showed that the relationship is not always uniform whereby some majors might closely align on
certain economic issues but differ on social issues (Dille, 2017). As the researcher also noted,
“One limitation to basing one’s conclusions on the self-assessment questions is that no
operational definition of economic or social issues was provided...” (Dille, 2017). This means
what the students believe is either liberal or conservative could be how they are basing their
opinions rather than actually holding those views. However, he did also gauge their opinions on
specific issues like abortion. More than anything this research shows that my research question is
relevant to understanding whether there is a significant relationship between college-level
demographics and perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19. My questions are also
operationalized to capture views on specific issues and not abstract ideas. Based on this research,
there should be noticeable differences in the way students in different colleges view issues
surrounding COVID-19. I predicted Engineering/Computer Science students would be less
supportive of public health measures and view the pandemic as less due to their association with
conservative ideology. They should also be more supportive of Trump’s handling of the
pandemic and less likely to change their behavior than Arts and Humanities students.

College Student Perceptions of COVID-19
Without a doubt, COVID-19 has had a negative effect on college students. One would
expect that the negative effects it is having on students would affect their perception of it. The
research consistently shows that the pandemic is harming students in a variety of ways
(Kecojevic et al, 2020; Lee et al, 2021). A study from New Jersey (Kecojevic et al, 2020)
showed that students reported increased levels of stress and anxiety. These feelings were
associated with several factors including job loss or fear of it, academic difficulties, and
problems obtaining medications and other medical supplies. Unsurprisingly, a clear majority of
students viewed the pandemic as a significant problem, and nearly all modified their behavior to
align with public health guidelines, including 98% who started to wear masks (Kecojevic et al,
2020). This research shows how the pandemic is affecting students in a variety of ways. Without
concerning its health implications directly, the effects it has on society at large can be felt by
students academically, economically, and emotionally. However, due to the early gathering of
this data, it could be showing us information uniquely relevant to that time. The research was
done early in 2020 at the height of the pandemic, in New Jersey, a state hit extremely hard early
on. With tensions so heightened at the beginning, the views the students have on it could be
skewed by the lack of information on COVID-19 at the time. I believed this could account for
the extremely high mask warning rate (Kecojevic, 2020). However, more recent literature tends
to show similar findings.
16

A study from the previous summer still showed increased fears regarding how the pandemic will
affect various aspects of people’s lives (Lee et al. 2021). Students were worried about how the
pandemic would influence their job prospects, their finances, continuing their education, and the
health of their loved ones. Like the other study, most students reported feelings of anxiety,
depression, and loneliness (Kecojevic, 2020; Lee et al, 2021). Davis et al (2021) also found that
95% of students at a Southeastern university reported compliance with CDC masks guidelines.
This seems to show that the feelings students report having because of COVID-19 are similar
even when that data is separated by more than a year. There was also broad support from
students for public health measures and students see COVID-19 as a significant issue even if
they do not personally fear the health implications (Davis et al, 2021). This seems in line with
polling and other research on the matter as well (TimelyMD, 2021; Trujillo, 2021). I would like
to see if UCF undergraduate students at this point into the pandemic still view it with the same
level of seriousness as students surveyed back then. I would also like to know if there are notable
demographic differences between students who perceive COVID-19 as serious and those who do
not.
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College Student Behavior Surrounding COVID-19
As polls and previous research have shown, college students are supportive of public
health measures put in place due to COVID-19 (Axios, 2021; Davis et al, 2021; TimelyMD,
2021; Trujillo, 2021). Two studies used a Multiple Theory Model (MTM) to better understand
the difference between students who wear a mask and those who do not, and students who report
vaccine hesitancy and those who do not (Davis et al, 2021; Sharma et al, 2021). According to
Davis et al (2021), while only 5% of students reported not wearing a mask, there were noticeable
differences among those students. Those who wore a mask scored significantly higher, for
example on two of the theories’ main points; advantage-disadvantage, and behavioral
confidence. This means that those who wore masks were better informed and able to understand
the risk of spreading COVID-19 and how the advantages of wearing mask outweighed the
disadvantages. They were also more confident in their ability to utilize masks properly (Davis et
al, 2021).
The other study found that around 48% of students were hesitant to receive the COVID19 vaccine (Sharma et al, 2021). Students who were not hesitant also scored higher related to
advantage-disadvantage and behavioral confidence. This means that those who were not hesitant
were more focused on the advantages of the vaccine rather than the disadvantages. The nonhesitant students were also more confident in their ability to follow through with all the steps
necessary to receive the vaccine (Sharma et al, 2021). While focusing on it from a distinct
perspective, this aligns with research from Patil et al (2021) which showed that perceived levels
of health literacy were correlated with certain views and behaviors related to COVID-19.
18

Students with elevated levels of health literacy were more likely to wear masks, social-distance,
and get vaccinated. Conversely, students with low levels were more likely to believe the public
overreacted to the crisis and were less compliant with public health measures (Patil, 2021).
All three studies point to the idea that perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19
can be tied to the level of knowledge and information someone has about it. School leaders need
to be clear about the positive impacts mask-wearing, vaccination, and other public health
measures will have on society at large and ensure students have all the necessary information and
resources available to them to make responsible decisions. This is especially important as some
students report a lack of knowledge regarding their colleges’ COVID-19 policies (Trujillo,
2021). Based on this research and Ungar (2005) discussing GPA as a measure of cognitive
competence, I predicted that students with higher GPAs would be more likely to engage in
protective behaviors.
Other behaviors and perceptions have been studied that also show promising information
for further investigation (Cohen et al, 2020; Lawrence et al, 2021). Most students who reported
COVID-19 symptoms were reluctant to get tested, but they did shelter in place in some form.
About half stated they always wear a mask while out in public and just 2.3% wanted public
health restrictions lifted (Cohen et al, 2020). The presence of COVID-19 restrictions or lack
thereof in the state were also predictive of the behavior students engaged in, meaning students
were more likely to do what their state tells them to (Lawrence et al, 2021).
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This could also help explain the extremely elevated levels of support for public health measures
among New Jersey students in the previously mentioned study (Kecojevic et al, 2020).
Considering the looser regulations in Florida throughout the pandemic, support among UCF
students could be noticeably lower.
Students who lived with parents were more likely to engage in COVID-19 protective
behaviors like mask-wearing as well as visit businesses and friends less often (Lawrence et al,
2021). Considering most students report concern for their loved ones and not necessarily their
own health (Davis et al, 2021; Lee et al, 2021), it makes sense that those who live with parents
would more strictly follow public health guidelines due to the increased risk to older individuals.
The studies align with polls showing that in general, students take COVID-19 seriously.
However, there are still minorities that deviate from the norm (Axios, 2021; TimelyMD, 2021).
One specifically shows that college-level demographics like living arrangements can be
predictive of certain COVID-19 perceptions and behaviors (Lawrence et al, 2021). Based on this
research I predicted that students who live with parents/family will be more likely to engage in
protective behaviors due to their concern for the more vulnerable populations around them.

20

My research is seeking to understand if there are common perceptions and behaviors
surrounding COVID-19 among students based on their college-level demographics. Is there
anything in common among students who do not view COVID-19 as serious? Are certain
demographics of students more likely to support public health measures over others?
As the literature shows, college-level demographics can be predictive of general political
views as well as views regarding COVID-19. However as stated previously, research on
COVID-19 perceptions and behaviors either fails to account for many of the said demographics
my research seeks to understand or focuses on a narrow aspect of COVID-19 leaving out other
peripheral issues. I hope to add to the literature by focusing on broad aspects of COVID-19
related to its seriousness, handling/response, and mitigation behaviors and how those relate to a
variety of college-level demographics. According to political socialization theory and the way
social groups and agents of socialization affect attitudes and behaviors, there should be patterns
among students based on whom they interact with by virtue of their college-level demographics.
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HYPOTHESES
H1 Students who live with parents/family are more likely to engage in protective behavior
According to previous research, college students are concerned about the health of their
loved ones (Davis et al, 2021; Lee et al, 2021). They are also more likely to engage in
precautionary behavior if they live with their parents (Lawrence et al, 2021). Political
Socialization theory holds that family plays a significant role in shaping attitudes and behaviors
(Jarvis, 2005; McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017; Thesis-Moore, 2018). I predicted that students
who live with parents/family would be more likely to engage in protective behavior due to their
concern for the health of those around them.

H2 Those in the College of Computer Science/Engineering view COVID-19 as less serious
compared to those in the college of Arts and Humanities and are less supportive of public health
measures.
Previous research has shown students in the former colleges mentioned above are
considered more conservative when compared to other groups (Dille, 2017). They have also
shown that the latter are more likely to be civically engaged (Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin,
2019). Operating under the idea that views on COVID-19 can be inferred based on ideology
(Prysby & Scavo, 2009), I predicted that those majors considered more conservative and less
civically engaged will view the pandemic as less serious and be less supportive of public health
measures. Based on Political Socialization theory, there could be patterns in the way students in
certain colleges feel about issues as this is a group students interact with consistently during their
undergraduate career (McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017; Thesis-Moore, 2018).

H3 Students in the College of Engineering/Computer Science are more supportive of Trump’s
handling of COVID. They are also less likely to change their behavior, especially compared to
Arts and Humanities students.
Previous research has shown students in the former colleges mentioned above are
considered more conservative when compared to other groups (Dille, 2017). They have also
shown that the latter are more likely to be civically engaged (Esaisson & Persson, 2014).
Operating under the idea that views on COVID-19 can be inferred based on ideology (Prysby &
Scavo, 2009), I predicted that those majors considered more conservative and less civically
engaged will be more supportive of the conservative former president. Like those in the
conservative Republican party, they will also be less likely to change their behavior (Brennan,
2021). Political Socialization theory holds that students in similar colleges should have similar
viewpoints (McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017; Thesis-Moore, 2018).

H4 Students with higher GPAs are more likely to engage in protective behaviors.
Previous research shows that students with higher levels of health literacy were more
likely to engage in COVID-19 protective behaviors such as mask-wearing, social distancing, and
vaccination (Patil et al, 2021; Davis et al, 2021). Operating under the idea that GPA can be
indicative of political views and is a “measure of cognitive competence” (Ungar, 2005) which
could positively correlate with health literacy, I predicted students with higher GPAs would be
more likely to engage in protective behavior. If their high GPA causes them to interact with other
high achievers, Political Socialization theory holds that there could be patterns in the way these
students feel about issues (McLeod, 2019; Neundorf, 2017; Thesis-Moore, 2018).

METHODS
I gathered quantitative data through survey research. I used Qualtrics to create the
questionnaire and analyze the data. An email with a link to the questionnaire was sent out to
university leaders asking them to distribute it among their respective undergraduate student
populations. I sought to frame a random probability sample whereby every student had an equal
chance to respond based on their college of study. However, due to time and resource
constraints, a convenience sample was used based on students who responded within a set
timeframe. The email was sent out on 2/21/2022 and the last response was recorded on 3/5/2022.
The questionnaire consists of 54 questions and 1 conditional question (see Appendix A for
COVID-19 Questionnaire and full results). 18 questions on a 5-point Likert scale, 26 multiple
choice questions, 6 check all that apply questions, 3 short answer questions, 1 choose your top
three question, and 1 drop-down menu question. The questions were created by me with
inspiration from prior opinion polls on the topic, the World Values Survey, and research into the
demographic makeup of the University of Central Florida. Each student was asked a variety of
questions related to their status as a student, questions regarding political attitudes, and various
issues related to COVID-19. Sticking to my research objective, while looking for patterns in the
data, I also sought to analyze college-level demographics to determine the relative strength they
have in predicting perceptions and behaviors regarding COVID-19. A total of 149 responses
were received. While survey data is not perfect and prone to errors such as response bias,
under/oversampling, and low response rates, it still provides a simple and inexpensive way of
understanding a sample population’s stated views on a given topic and mapping out patterns.
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The sample collected overrepresented white individuals and underrepresented all other
racial/ethnic groups except for Asians. Students were asked to check all boxes that aligned with
their race/ethnicity. The College of Sciences and Arts and Humanities were overrepresented
while all other colleges were underrepresented. Males were also underrepresented. The sample
was slightly younger than the average UCF student with those over 25 making up just 15% vs
21% for the actual population.
Three statistical tests were performed: ranked correlation, ranked ANOVA, and chisquare. Ranked tests are used when the sample size is small, outliers exist, or when one of the
variables under consideration is ordinal. Ranked tests assure the analyses stay accurate under
said conditions. All analyses were performed at the 95% confidence interval using two-tailed
test.
Ranked correlation tests are used to describe the strength and direction of a relationship
between ranks. Rank correlation assesses whether two variables can be described by a monotonic
function, whether linear or not. A correlation of 1 implies that two variables have the same
rankings, and – 1 implies that the two variables are the inverse of one another (i.e. the
observation ranking first in variable A, will rank last in variable B etc.).
ANOVA tests are used to measure the difference between groups to see if they are
statistically significant. These tests can be used to compare multiple groups to see if there are
statistically significant patterns among them.
Chi-Square tests are used to determine if your data comes out as expected. You compare
your observed values to the values you would expect based on variation in the population to see
if there is a significant difference.
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RESULTS
Table 1 highlights the general demographics of the respondents.
Table 1 – Demographic Information of Respondents
Variable

Gender

Age

Percentage
Category
59.70%

Male

31.50%

GPA

Freshmen
Class
Standing

6%

Sophomore

10.70%

Junior

42.30%

Senior

40.90%

2.70%

18-19

20.80%

Sciences

59.70%

20-21

40.90%

Arts and Humanities

15.40%

22-23

18.80%
6.70%

College
of Study

Engineering/Computer
Science
Community Innovation and
Education

10.70%
6.70%

25+

14.80%

Rosen College

2.70%

White/Caucasian

69.10%

Undergraduate Studies

2.70%

24.20%

Others

2.10%

Hispanic/Latino
Black/African
American
Asian
Other

Housing Situation

6%

Percentage

Other

24-25

Race/Ethnicity

Variable

Female
Non-Binary

Category

8.10%
5.40%
1.30%

Prefer not to say

1.30%
15.40%

1st
Generation
International

4.70%

3.5 - 4.0

59.10%

2.8 - 3.4

29.50%

less than 2.8

6.00%

Prefer not to say

5.40%

38.30%
61.70%

Yes - 2%

2.00%

No - 98%

98.00%
41.60%
6.70%

10 - 19 hrs.

10.70%

20 - 29 hrs.

16.10%

30 - 39 hrs.

9.40%

40+ hrs.
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8.70%

No

Less than 10 hrs.
Hours
worked per
week

91.30%

Yes

I don't work

34.90%
45.00%

In State
Out of State

7.40%

Native American
On Campus
W/parents or
family
Alone or
w/roommates
Other

Residency

15.40%

Descriptive Analysis of the Seriousness of COVID-19
Figure 1 shows that two years into the pandemic and a large majority respondents still
view COVID-19 as a serious issue. According to my hypothesis, Engineering/Computer Science
students will be less likely than Arts and Humanities students to view it as serious (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 – In your view, how serious is the COVID-19 pandemic?
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Students are split over whether the health implications for those who catch COVID-19
are most important (see Figure 2). This is crucial as it implies messaging around COVID-19
should address the multiple ways it affects our society.

Figure 2 – Which aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic worries you the most?
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Descriptive Analysis of the Handling/Response to COVID-19
Different sources of information could also affect how students perceive issues around
COVID-19 and whether they change their behavior. Figure 3 clearly shows the CDC as a helpful
source of information regarding the pandemic. It also shows the lack of trust respondents placed
on all other individuals and institutions, notably the President and former President (see Figure
3).

Figure 3 – Who/What has given help/accurate information regarding COVID-19?

Figure 4 shows that opinions on former President Trump’s handling of COVID-19 are
extremely negative. He was unsurprisingly the least trustworthy source regarding COVID-19
according to Figure 3. Based on my hypothesis, Engineering/Computer Science students would
be more supportive of Trumps’ handling than Arts and Humanities students (see Figure 4).

Figure 4 – Former President Donald Trump did a good job handing COVID-19.
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Based on table 2, respondents are supportive of a variety of organizations implementing
COVID-19 vaccine mandates. Notably, no options received less than 50% approval (see Table
2). Based on my hypothesis, Engineering/Computer Science students will be less supportive than
Arts and Humanities students.
Table 2 – Who/what should be able to mandate the COVID-19 vaccine?
Airlines

65.80%

Employers

65.10%

State and local governments

55.00%

Colleges/Universities

59.10%

Primary schools (Elementary)

55.70%

Secondary schools (Middle and High)

58.40%

Organizations that host events

55.00%

Healthcare Facilities

73.80%

None of the above

20.80%
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Descriptive Analysis of Behaviors Surrounding COVID-19
How students have changed their behavior due to COVID-19 is more mixed. Table 3
shows the variation in how students have altered their behavior as a result of COVID-19 with the
most common response being washing hands more often (see Table 3). Based on my hypotheses,
Engineering/Computer Science students will be less likely to change their behavior than Arts and
Humanities students. Students with higher GPAs would also be more likely to change their
behavior. And students who live with parents/family would be more likely to change their
behavior.

Table 3 – How has your behavior changed as a result of COVID-19?
I go out to restaurants less often

51.70%

I see friends less often

38.90%

I see distant relatives less often

47.70%

I wash my hands more often

66.40%

I go to the grocery store less often

23.50%

I attend social events less often

55.70%

I sanitize surfaces more often

55.70%

None of the above

11.41%
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Students reported a high likelihood of wearing a mask in crowded public spaces. A
notable minority however do not (see Figure 5). Based on my hypotheses, students with higher
GPAs would be more likely to wear a mask. Students who live with parents/family would also be
more likely to wear a mask. Engineering/Computer Science students would also be less likely to
wear a mask than Arts and Humanities students.

Figure 5 – How likely are you to wear a mask in crowded public spaces?
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Inferential Analysis of COVID-19 – College – Level Demographics
Ranked correlation, ranked ANOVA, and Chi-Sqaure tests were used to infer perceptions
and behaviors surrounding COVID-19 based on the college-level demographics my research is
seeking to understand. Only college of study and class standing were found to have statistically
significant relationships with the questions asked. International students were slightly more
likely to view the pandemic as serious. However, the low response rate from international
students makes this relationship unlikely to be significant.
Two relationships could be inferred based on one’s class standing. Due to the low
response rate from freshmen and sophomores, those responses were grouped into a category of
under 60 credits. Those under 60 credits were less likely to agree the U.S should do more to
prepare for the next pandemic with an average score of 4.08 vs. 4.40 and 4.67 for juniors and
seniors, respectively. Seniors were also more likely to view it as important to know the
vaccination status of those around them with an average score of 3.61 vs. 3.06 and 2.64 for
juniors and under 60 credits, respectively.
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Eight relationships could be inferred based on one’s college of study (See Tables 4-6).
Due to the low response rate, only the Colleges of Engineering/Computer Science, Sciences, Arts
and Humanities, and Community Innovation and Education were included. Table 4 shows
support for my hypothesis that college of study can affect views around COVID-19. Those in the
College of Arts and Humanities were the least likely to view Trump’s handling of COVID-19 as
favorable with an average score of 1.26 vs. 1.67 for Sciences, 2.56 for Engineering/Computer
Science, and 3 for Community Innovation and Education. Those in the College of
Engineering/Computer Science were the least supportive of President Biden’s COVID-19
vaccine requirement/testing policy with an average score of 2.68 vs. 2.8, 3.73, and 4.35 for
Community Innovation/Education, Science, and Arts and Humanities, respectively. Those in the
College of Engineering/Computer Science were the only ones who believe COVID-19 measures
in Florida have been too strict. Accounting for the lower response rate, those in the Colleges of
Engineering/Computer Science and Community Innovation/Education made up a statistically
high amount of those believing measures were just right at 14.3% and a statistically low amount
of those believing measures were not strict enough at 7.7% and 4.3% respectively.
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Accounting for their size, those in the Colleges of Engineering/Computer Science and
Community Innovation and Education made up a statistically high number of those saying the
pandemic is not at all serious at 50% and 25% respectively. Those in the College of Engineering
also made up a statistically low amount of those saying the pandemic is very serious at just 2.7%.
Those in the Colleges of Arts and Humanities and Sciences were least likely to approve of Ron
Desantis’ handling of COVID-19 with average scores of 1.57 and 1.85 respectively vs. 2.6 and
3.06 for Community Innovation and Education and Engineering/Computer Science (See Table
4).
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Table 4 – Inferential Analysis of COVID-19 – College of Study
Variable

College of Study

Question
Former President
Donald Trump did a
good job handling
COVID-19
What is your view
of COVID-19
restrictions in
Florida?
Florida Governor
Ron DeSantis is
doing a good job
handling COVID-19
How do you feel
about President Joe
Biden's COVID-19
vaccine
requirement/testing
policy?
In your view, how
serious is the
COVID-19
pandemic?
In general, what is
your view of
COVID-19 vaccine
requirements?

P - Value

Effect Size

Test Performed

<0.000

0.431

Ranked ANOVA

<0.000

0.349

Chi-Square

0.008

0.351

Ranked ANOVA

0.002

0.335

Ranked ANOVA

0.008

0.254

Chi-Square

0.029

0.282

Ranked ANOVA

Table 5 shows the levels of support students in different colleges have towards COVID19 vaccine mandates. In line with my hypothesis, Engineering/Computer Science students were
less supportive than Arts and Humanities students (see Table 5).
Table 5 – College of Study and COVID-19 Vaccine Mandates
Who/what should be
able to mandate the
COVID-19 vaccine?
Total

Science

Engineering/Computer
Science

Arts and
Humanities

Community
Innovation and
Education

Airlines

65.80%

70.80%

37.50%

78.30%

40.00%

Employers
State and local
governments

65.10%

66.30%

56.30%

82.60%

40.00%

55.00%

53.90%

37.50%

78.30%

30.00%

Colleges/Universities

59.10%

60.70%

37.50%

73.90%

40.00%

Primary schools

55.70%

58.40%

31.30%

73.90%

30.00%

Secondary schools

58.40%

60.70%

37.50%

73.90%

30.00%

Organizations that host
events

55.00%

60.70%

25.00%

69.60%

20.00%

Healthcare Facilities

73.80%

75.30%

75.00%

82.60%

40.00%
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Table 6 shows variations in how students in different colleges are changing their behavior
due to COVID-19. In line with my hypothesis, Engineering/Computer Science students were less
likely to change their behavior than Arts and Humanities students (see Table 6).
Table 6 – College of Study and COVID-19 Behavior
How has your
behavior changed
as a result of
COVID-19?
Total
I go out to
restaurants less
often
I see friends less
often
I see distant
relatives less often
I wash my hands
more often
I go to the grocery
store less often
I attend social
events less often
I sanitize surfaces
more often

Sciences

Engineering/Computer
Science

Arts and
Humanities

Community
Innovation and
Education

51.70%

52.80%

56.30%

56.50%

40.00%

38.90%

39.30%

31.30%

43.50%

30.00%

47.70%

52.80%

31.30%

47.80%

20.00%

66.40%

70.80%

50.00%

69.60%

40.00%

23.50%

23.60%

12.50%

26.10%

20.00%

55.70%

61.80%

37.50%

56.50%

40.00%

55.70%

57.30%

37.50%

52.20%

50.00%

39

Inferential Analysis of COVID-19 – Political Attitudes
Ranked Correlation and ANOVA tests were performed to determine if perceptions and
behaviors surrounding COVID-19 could be inferred based on political attitudes. All political
attitude questions had a statistically significant relationship to most of the outputs related to
COVID-19. The least related output was likeliness to quarantine after a positive test. The 3
example variables under consideration are “I feel proud to be an American”, “What is your view
of U.S immigration laws?”, and “Who did you vote for in the 2020 presidential election?” The
results of the tests are summarized in Table 7.
On average, the prouder one was to be an American, the less supportive they were of
public health measures. Table 7 shows the significance of the relationship between how proud
someone feels to be an American and their views of the public response to COVID-19 and
lockdowns in response to COVID-19 outbreaks. Those who felt prouder to be an American were
much more likely to view the public response as an overreaction. The center of gravity for those
who felt very proud to be an American was 1 at strongly disagreeing with lockdowns vs 5 for
those who did not feel proud at all. For those who felt very proud to be an American, the average
support for vaccine mandates was only 27.19% vs. 94.1% for those who were not at all proud.
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Those who felt U.S immigration laws were too strict were the most supportive of vaccine
mandates, masks requirements, and least supportive of Governor Ron Desantis’ Handling
COVID-19. Those who felt U.S immigration laws were too relaxed were the opposite. Those in
the “Too strict” group averaged 3.97 at somewhat supportive of masks requirements vs. those in
the “Too relaxed” group who averaged 2.33 at somewhat unsupportive. Those in the “Too strict”
group averaged 1.53 at somewhat unsupportive of Ron DeSantis’ handling vs. those in the “Too
relaxed” group who averaged 3.22. Those in the “Too strict” group were also more likely to
support vaccine mandates with average support of 72.64% vs. 34.58% and 32.26% for “Fine”
and “Too relaxed” respectively.
Those who voted for Trump (13.4%) viewed the pandemic as less serious and were less
likely to alter their behavior compared to those who voted for Biden (59.1%). The average Biden
voter viewed the pandemic as very serious at 4.64 vs. 2.6 for Trump voters as neither serious nor
unserious. The average change in behavior for those who voted for Biden was 56.99% while the
average change in behavior for those for voted for Trump was only 23.57%.
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Table 7 – Inferential Analysis of COVID-19 – Political Attitudes
Variable

I feel proud to be an
American

What is your
opinion of U.S
immigration laws?
Who did you vote
for in the 2020
presidential
election?

Question
In your view, the
public response to
COVID-19 is
currently...
Lockdowns are an
appropriate
response to
outbreaks of
COVID-19
Masks should be
required in indoor
spaces
Florida Governor
Ron DeSantis is
doing a good job
handling COVID-19
in your view, how
serious is the
COVID-19
pandemic?

P - Value

Effect Size

Test Performed

<0.000

-0.603

Ranked Correlation

<0.000

-0.557

Ranked Correlation

<0.000

0.503

Ranked ANOVA

<0.000

0.528

Ranked ANOVA

<0.000

0.681

Ranked ANOVA

DISCUSSION
Two years into the pandemic and some trends remain clear: a large majority of students
both view the pandemic as a significant issue (see Figure 1, Appendix A, Q14) and are
supportive of public health measures such as lockdowns and vaccine requirements (see Appendix
A, Q32 & Q45). However, there are still significant minorities who disagree with public health
guidelines as well as think the public is overreacting (see Appendix A, Q41 & 26). There is also
a difference in which aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic students are most concerned about (see
Figure 2, Appendix A, Q32). This shows that even among those who view it as a serious issue, it
is not necessarily uniform which aspect of it they are most concerned with. The CDC was well
above all other options in terms of whom students believe has given helpful information about
COVID-19. However, there was still over 25% of respondents that did not list the CDC (see
Figure 3, Appendix A, Q18). Also, 17% blame the CDC for the COVID-19 outbreak in the U.S
(see Appendix A, Q47). Support for Biden’s handling of COVID-19 is mixed (see Appendix A,
Q16) while views on Trump’s are overwhelmingly negative (see Figure 4, Appendix A Q23).
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It was difficult to infer the perceptions and behaviors of students based on college-level
demographics. Most of the analyses were well above being significant and the effect sizes were
negligible. However, analyses for college of study showed promising results. All p-values were
well below the significance level of 0.05 and had medium to large effect sizes. I rejected the null
for hypothesis 1 and 3 as one’s college of study does seem to have a statistically significant
relationship with how students view the handling of COVID-19, how seriously students view
pandemic, their support for public health measures, and their likeliness to engage in protective
behaviors (see Table 4). Engineering/Computer Science students were more likely to disapprove
of COVID-19 vaccine/testing requirements and view the pandemic as less serious compared to
those studying Arts and Humanities.
44

In fact, there was a clear pattern whereby those in the college of Arts and Humanities were most
supportive, followed by Science, Community Innovation and Education, and
Engineering/Computer Science. This pattern persisted across a variety of issues with
Engineering/Computer Science and Community Innovation and Education shifting places every
so often. Considering only 4/10 colleges were able to be analyzed, this research provides good
reason to further investigate the intersection between one’s college of study and perceptions
surrounding COVID. I failed to reject the null for all other hypotheses as no other significant
relationships were found with the assessed variables. However, due to the low response rate
(N=149) and lack of variation among certain variables, I would not state that there is no
relationship among them. Rather, in the context of my research, no significant relationships were
able to be found. Considering how the literature shows these variables to be indicative of certain
views (Dille, 2017; Esaisson & Persson, 2014; Perrin, 2019; Ungar, 2005), and how the above
results show they can be indicative of perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19 (see
Tables 4 - 6), further research needs to be undertaken with a larger and more representative
sample to confirm or deny my results, as well as to determine if other relationships exist. While I
only found a few significant relationships between college-level demographics and perceptions
and behaviors surrounding COVID-19, the results only reinforce the importance of my research.
The fact that I was able to reject the null hypothesis on distinct aspects of COVID-19 shows that
there are still meaningful relationships to understand. There could be a wide variety of opinions
on distinct aspects of COVID-19 based on broader colleges of study, international status, and
class standing for example. A larger and more representative sample could uncover patterns my
dataset was simply too small to track.

I was also able to back up research on various aspects of college student political
behavior that have previously been studied. For example, those surveyed supported Biden over
Trump by a nearly 4:1 margin. This backs of research by Agner et al (2009) and polling (Hess,
2020; Scholastic, 2008) showing that support among college students for democrats for federal
office remains consistent. The students were also slightly more supportive of Desantis’s handling
over Trump’s (see Appendix A, Q38 and Q23) supporting claims that on the state/local level
disapproval for Republicans seems to wane (Anger et al, 2009).
Political attitudes and whom someone voted for were also strong predictors of certain
views (see Table 8). For example, it was quite easy to infer one’s view on the response to
COVID-19 based on how relaxed or strict they believed U.S immigration laws were. You could
also determine how supportive students were of COVID-19 vaccine mandates based on how they
voted in the 2020 presidential election. However, the results were different from Hull and Hull
(2020) which showed that Trump voters and non-voters were statistically similar. In my
research, those who did not vote were much more supportive of public health measures when
compared to Trump voters.
I thought the inverse relationship between American pride and COVID-19 was
fascinating. On nearly every metric, those who felt prouder were less supportive of public health
measures, viewed the pandemic as less serious, and were more supportive of Trump and
Desantis’ handling. Based on the results I can conclude there is a strong relationship between
conservative ideology and feeling proud to be an American. This is in line with research showing
the strong connection between political ideology and political views (Prysby & Scavo, 2009).
Even though I expected comparable results, I did not think the correlation would be so strong.
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While I only found a few significant relationships between college-level demographics
and perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19, the results only reinforce the importance
of my research. The fact that I was able to reject the null hypothesis on distinct aspects of
COVID-19 shows the importance of my research. With more time, I also could have looked
deeper into some political attitude questions and seen how they compared against each other. For
example, which is a stronger predictor of views surrounding COVID-19, how proud someone
feels to be American, or their views on U.S immigration laws? I also could have grouped majors
together based on how similar/different they are from one another even in the same college. For
example, while both in the College of Sciences, do political science and biology students (Two
of the most common majors in my dataset) have different perspectives about COVID-19?
Considering there is research showing the connection between studying political science and
civic attitudes, and the different views among social and hard science students (Esaiasson &
Persson, 2014), this is certainly a topic for further investigation.

The results also show an alarming pattern about the stability of our political system. No
institution or individual aside from the CDC even got close to a majority of support (see Figure
3, Appendix A, Q18). Specifically, the fact that neither the President nor former President,
State/local government officials, or media organizations were believed to be helpful during a
pandemic should concern us. If patterns like his exist among the general population, it is no
wonder our national response was so haphazard. With so little trust in our institutions and
significant minorities believing the very institution thought by the majority to be the most helpful
is actually to blame for the crisis (see Appendix A, Q47), I worry about how our country will
respond when a threat similar to or worse than COVID-19 emerges.
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The problem with this is two-fold: on one hand, we want the country to have a unified and
collective response to issues that threaten all of us. Massive divisions in our society, however,
make it difficult for people to empathize and work with individuals they strongly disagree with.
On the other hand, why is trust in our institutions so eroded in the first place? What must take
place in society for there to be such a lack of trust among the population? While the answers to
these questions go far beyond the scope of my research, I can say something needs to be done to
address this issue.
Colleges and Universities should use the CDC as a chief source of authority on public
health (see Figure 3, Appendix A, Q18). It could be risky to use other sources as a significant
majority of students may not see them as helpful or accurate. When information comes from
another source, the CDC can be mentioned if it has endorsed the view or if the view simply
aligns with the CDC’s perspective. Schools should also make sure to communicate the different
concerns students have about the pandemic (see Figure 2, Appendix A, Q32). Polls and academic
research consistently show the pandemic is harming students in a variety of ways (Active Minds,
2021; Kecojevic, 2020; Lee, 2021; TimelyMD, 2021). With that in mind, the rationale behind
public health measures needs to communicate the effects on the economic, social, and
psychological health of our society. This will ensure that the distinct aspects of the pandemic that
students care about are addressed. Schools must also make sure students who do not agree with
public health measures are free to express their opinions as well.
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Anecdotally, students have expressed to me a lack of comfort in disclosing their vaccination
status. I have overheard conversations where students say they do not feel comfortable publicly
disagreeing with COVID-19 guidelines due to fear of being ostracized. Their views could be
based on a lack of information and there could be an opportunity to direct someone to
educational resources. Schools could operate an anonymous chat service for example where
students can voice their opinions on public health measures in a private and secure manner. This
will ensure an open line of communication between students and school leaders remains open
and that no student feels ashamed to express how they feel.
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CONCLUSIONS
This thesis explored the perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19 of
undergraduate students at the University of Central Florida. I found that college-level
demographics can be indicative of certain perceptions and behaviors. I supported two of my
hypotheses and showed that some colleges are less supportive of public health measures, view
the pandemic as less serious, are more supportive of Trump’s handling, and are less likely to
change their behavior. While perceptions and behaviors surrounding COVID-19 could more
consistently be inferred based on political attitudes, college-level demographics were also shown
to be indicative. Due to the limitations of my thesis such as small sample size, lack of variation
among variables, and time/resource constraints, future research should use a larger and more
representative sample to further explore the intersection between college-level demographics and
issues related to COVID-19 as well as other political behavior.
Even after two years, students still view the pandemic as a serious issue. While opinions
differ, many have changed their behavior in some way and a strong majority are supportive of
public health measures. Based on the elevated level of trust respondents placed in the CDC, it
should be the premier source of public health information now and into the future. School leaders
should specifically refrain from using either the President or former President as a source of
authority. The same goes for media organizations and state/local officials. Information
surrounding COVID-19 as well as future public health emergencies should address concerns
outside the direct health implications. And students who do not agree with public health
measures should be given secure avenues to express their disagreements.
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APPENDIX A – COVID –19 QUESTIONNAIRE
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Q1 Which gender do you identify as?
Male
Female
Non - Binary
Other
Prefer not to say
Q2 What is your age?
18 - 19
20 - 21
22 - 23
24 - 25
+25
Prefer not to say
Q3 What is your race/ethnicity? Check all that apply.
White/Caucasian
Black/African American
Hispanic/Latino
Asian
Native American
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
Other
Prefer not to say
Q4 Are you a first-generation college student? (Neither parent has received a four-year degree)
Yes
No
Unsure
Q5 What college do you belong to?
Arts and Humanities
Business
Community Innovation and Education
Engineering and Computer Science
Health Professions
Medicine
Nursing
Optics and Photonics
Rosen College of Hospitality Management
Sciences
Undergraduate Studies
Undeclared
Q6 What is your major?
Q7 Are you an in-State or Out-of-State student?
In-State
Out-of-State
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Q8 What is your class standing?
Freshmen: 0 - 29 credits
Sophomore: 30 - 59 credits
Junior: 60 - 89 credits
Senior: 90+ credits
Q9 What is your GPA?
3.5 - 4.0
2.9 - 3.4
2.3 - 2.8
2.2 or less
Prefer not to say
Q10 Are you an international student?
Yes
No
Prefer not to say
Q11 What is your current housing situation?
On-Campus
Off-Campus with Parents/Family
Off-Campus alone or with roommates
Other
Q12 Do you work? If so, how often?
40+hours/week
30 - 39 hours/week
20 - 29 hours/week
10 - 19 hours/week
Less than 10 hours/week
I do not work
Q13 What is your home state?
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Q14 In your view, how serious is the COVID-19 pandemic?

Q15 Which statement more closely aligns with your view?

Q16 President Joe Biden is doing a good job handling COVID-19.
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Q17 What is your opinion on the state of U.S immigration laws?

Q18 Who/what has given helpful/accurate information regarding COVID-19? Check all that apply.

Q19 How likely are you to where a mask in crowded public spaces?
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Q20 Which more closely aligns with your opinion?

Q21 In a few words, describe the United States' response to COVID-19.

Q22 If you test positive for COVID-19, how likely are you to quarantine?
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Q23 Former President Donald Trump did a good job handling COVID-19.

Q24 Do you plan to take the COVID-19 vaccine?

Q25 How would you describe the political ideology of President Joe Biden?
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Q26 In your view, the public response to COVID-19 is currently...

Q27 People can generally be trusted to do the right thing.

Q28 How has your behavior changed as a result of COVID-19? Check all that apply.
I go out to restaurants less often

51.70%

I see friends less often

38.90%

I see distant relatives less often

47.70%

I wash my hands more often

66.40%

I go to the grocery store less often

23.50%

I attend social events less often

55.70%

I sanitize surfaces more often

55.70%

None of the Above

11.41%
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Q29 UCF is doing a good job handling COVID-19.

Q30 How would you describe the political ideology of former President Donald Trump?

Q31 Lockdowns are an appropriate response to outbreaks of COVID-19.
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Q32 Which aspect of the COVID-19 pandemic worries you the most?

Q33 If you attend an indoor event, how important is it to know the vaccination status of others in attendance?

Q34 Which more closely aligns with your view on masks?
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Q35 In your view, was the 2020 presidential election stolen?

Q36 In your view, how much longer will the U.S be dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic?

Q37 Who/what should be able to mandate the COVID-19 vaccine? Check all that apply.
Airlines

65.80%

Employers

65.10%

State and local governments

55.00%

Colleges/Universities

59.10%

Primary schools (Elementary)

55.70%

Secondary schools (Middle and High)

58.40%

Organizations that host events

55.00%

Healthcare Facilities

73.80%

None of the above

20.80%
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Q38 Florida Governor Ron DeSantis is doing a good job handling COVID-19.

Q39 Which more closely aligns with your view?

Q40 Do you approve or disapprove of Joe Biden's performance as President of the United States?
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Q41 Masks should be required in indoor spaces.

Q42 The federal government should forgive...

Q43 Do you plan to take the COVID-19 booster shot?
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Q44 Voting is the duty of every citizen.

Q45 In general, what is your view of COVID-19 vaccine requirements?

Q46 What do you believe a country should strive for? Choose top 3.
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Q47 Who do you believe is responsible for the COVID-19 outbreak in the U.S? Check all that apply.

Q48 I feel proud to be an American.
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Q49 Have you ever tested positive for COVID-19?

Q50 What is your view of COVID-19 restrictions in Florida?
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Q51 Who did you vote for in the 2020 presidential election?

Q52 Which statement most closely aligns with your view?

Q53 President Joe Biden signed an executive order requiring all federal employees/contractors to be vaccinated
against COVID-19 and businesses with 100+ employees to require vaccination or weekly testing. How do you feel
about this policy?
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Q54 The U.S should do more to prepare for the next pandemic.

Q55 Which statement most closely aligns with your view?
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